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Cherokee Syllabary and Contemporary Art
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Hilary Schroeder, Asheville Art Museum

Through a vibrant array of materials, colors, and perspectives, the
Cherokee syllabary finds an evocative, contemporary form of expression
at the hands of the artists in A Living Language: Cherokee Syllabary and
Contemporary Art. There is power in words, both written and spoken.

[ often find that power to be amplified in a work of art, when those
words are placed in the context of composition, symbolism, and an
artist's intent. The sections of this exhibition—Syllabary in the Digital Era,
Memory and Storytelling, and Syllabary as Identity—are but a few of the
many lenses in which one can see art unfold through the Cherokee
language. As Bo Lossiah's essay attest, Sequoyah’s gift to the Cherokee
people is a form of honoring the past, contemplating the present, and
looking to future. The Asheville Art Museum, situated upon the ancient,
southern Appalachian ancestral homeland of the Cherokee Tribe and in
the region that is still the home of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians
today, is thrilled for this partnership with the Museum of the Cherokee
Indian. Furthermore, we look forward to celebrating these contemporary
Eastern Band and Cherokee Nation artists and sharing their work with
residents of and visitors to Western North Carolina, underscoring to

all the living, breathing power of the Cherokee language, Cherokee
syllabary, and Cherokee people.

Jakeli Swimmer (Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians), Missed Me! (detail), 2020, archival
pigment print on paper, 8 x 12 inches. Courtesy the Artist. © Jakeli Swimmer,
image Jakeli Swimmer.



A Living Language: Cherokee
Syllabary and Contemporary Art

The Cherokee syllabary was invented and developed by a single person,
Sequoyah (circa 1776-1843), and adopted by the community within five
years. A syllabry 1s a written language in which each symbol represents
a spoken sound, or syllaables. The syllabary represents the Cherokee
people’s intellectual abilities and unique culture and also serves to
reinforce cultural identity for Cherokee citizens. Syllabary was particulary
important during the period of forced removal in the 1830s, as it was
employed as a tactic to counteract the United States government'’s

false narrative of incivility to justify removal and land dispossession of
Indigenous peoples.
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Due to the United States government's systematic forced assimilation
policies, the number of native speakers and writers of the Cherokee
language declined drastically, but in the 21st century a renewed effort tp
reestablish both the spoken and written language—including computer
Unicode for syllabary characters—has brought the language into the
digital era. Many Cherokee artists have incorporated the syllabary into
their work, from paintings and metalwork to baskets and animation. The
expressions of these contemporary Cherokee artists are examples of how
the language and culture continues to evolve.

Rhiannon Skye Tafoya (Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians), Ul'nigid’, 2020, letterpress (photopolymer and Bem-
bo & Cherokee Syllabary metal type) printed on handmade & color plan paper with paper-weaving, closed: 11
x 11 Vs inches, assembled: 23 1/2 x 11 % x 5 5/8 inches. Courtesy the Artist. © Rhiannon Skye Tafoya, image

Rhiannon Skye Tafoya.



Syllabary in the Digital Era

For the last 200 years, syllabary has been carried through a number of
technological changes, from letter and printing presses to typewriters
and smartphones. With over 40 different fonts of syllabary available for
computers, digital access to syllabary characters serves as inspiration to
artists such as Jeff Edwards (Cherokee Nation), who is also part of the
team that oversees the Unicode characters that populates computers,
tablets, and smartphones. Other artists, such as Jakeli Swimmer (Eastern
Band of Cherokee Indians), demonstrate how Cherokee people engage
with technology and identity in the modern age.

Memory and Storytelling

Following the development of the syllabary, Cherokee histories, legends,
and memories could be written in the Cherokee people’s native language
for the first time. The syllabary enabled Cherokee people to create the
first bilingual newspaper in the United States. Throughout this exhibition,
artists draw upon memory and storytelling for inspiration. In some works,
such as Rhiannon Skye Tafoya's (Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians)
Ulnigid, personal history and connections to future and past generations
are the central focus. In others, like $GPES¢@.d D& $GPB& ¢ (Wear Your
Mask) by Kenny Glass (Cherokee Nation), artists capture the stories of the
present, including the COVID-19 pandemic.

Writing Identity

Syllabary has become increasingly prominent in the work of some
Cherokee artists as a compositional element or the subject matter of the
work itself. It is a way that artists explore and embrace their identities in

a uniquely Cherokee way. Many artists in this exhibition, such as Janet
Smith (Cherokee Nation), sign their artworks with their names in syllabary
to underscore their connections to the written and spoken language.
Syllabary is a tool for decorating forms and materials assoclated with
Cherokee artistry, including a ceramic funerary urm by Louise Bigmeat
Maney (Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians) and gourd artwork by Jennie
Wilson (Cherokee Nation).

Jessica (Tyner) Mehta (Cherokee Nation), emBODY poetry 1, 2019, performance, photographed by Chintan Mehta,
13 %2 x 10 2 inches, Courtesy the Artist. © Jessica (Tyner) Mehta, image Jessica (Tyner) Mehta.
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Bo Lossiah

For Cherokees speaking our own language promotes a strong
connection with all things that surround us and all matters inside of us.
We describe the experience. We, see, taste, hear, and feel, a truly physical
and spiritual process. It i1s how we communicate with the creator and

all creations. Our explanation of the world has been passed on this

way from generation to generation for thousands of years. Telling our
stories and speaking our songs is inherent in our culture. It is natural.
Today's written history was once a spoken tradition only. A tradition that
represented moments in time enjoyed around many households and
many fires for a very long time.

The syllabary is a symbolic communication that is relatively new (200
years compared to the thousands of years that we have been here),
but it was not a foreign concept when it was presented to us. We

have communicated messages of protection, medicine, and history in
belts, pottery, gorgets (throat coverings), and petroglyphs for centuries.
These early forms of symbology were effective. Their meanings were

a part of our traditions and daily lives. They still are and will always be.
Nelghboring civilizations and alien cultures learned and respected the
meanings of the symbols. They knew Cherokees were an integral part of
nature. They knew that this area was our homeland. The symbols were
reminders that we knew who we were, and we knew our purpose in
all matters regarding time and space. There was no mystery to anyone.
Other cultures knew these symbols to be Cherokee. These devices
secured any notion as to who and what was a part of our culture.

In time the rest of the world grew tired of their own fires and sought new
lands. They ventured into our lives. They brought new ideas and new
tools. We learned about their vessels and technology. They brought the
Bible to us and explained the meanings of its stories. We learned how

to identify words and ideas from gestures of a hand to paper. We would
describe the action as “ditsilosdanv’—"it is drawn or illustrated.” Another
word, ‘galeyatanvhi,” is used to describe “print.” It literally means “it's
burmed on it.” We learned that something that looked like burn marks on
leaves held commands that could alter communities. These burn marks
expressed stories, notices, decrees, and treaties. This was a different
symbology from what we were accustomed to, and eventually these
papers would determine that this area was not ours. Subsequently, we
questioned the validity of what our visitors were saying through these
devices. We still do.

Christopher McCoy (Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians), Resilient Times (detail), 2021, DiBond metallic print on acrylic,
36 x 34 inches. Courtesy the Artist. © Christopher McCoy, image Christopher McCoy.



We learned their new language. Some of them learned ours. We learned
their alphabet and written communication. We found that this device
was more powerful than any weapon. “The pen is mightier than the
sword,” they told us. Sequoyah determined that we should create

our own writing device. So he did. His first efforts were not accepted
immediately. Some said it was a tool of something sinister.

Afterall, our visitors used their tool to tell us lies and validate our removal.
At first some Cherokees did not see the value. Sequoyah demonstrated
‘didelogwasdody,” this learning tool, to his people. He continued his
work with little support. He was chastised and ridiculed, but that did

not stop him. All of his work was destroyed. He started over. His effort
was eventually recognized and ratified by council in 1821. Within two
years the Cherokee nation boasted a 90 percent literacy rate. Sequoyah's
perseverance and genius was and still is reflected within all Cherokee
people. That is his true gift.

The syllabary not only communicated our thoughts, principles, and
ideas. Didelogwasdodi emboldened us. In time, we developed our own
news to communicate to the masses. We developed material to be read
by our people. Our writing system said, We are powerful.

ISCGLVI DJI- We are tenacious in mind and body. We are innovative.
We are artistic. We know our traditions. We are intelligent. We can adapt
and overcome any hardship that is given, and we will be successful.

The syllabary determines that the person reading it will know that it is
intended to be understood by a Cherokee mind. That is its power. We
communicate all this when we write our names and you see them:
‘ABEY, JA9G WY, IES WY, SCOPY, SMwd, SCH0°, DGO,
LSCh, Gt CGG, kI, COIF, AY0Y, CFLPB, COLP, W YPRIL,
Co, AS, andGWY!

We know that when we see these words, the person wielding them
holds them as a badge of honor. They are the family's crest, and we all
feel that when we see them anywhere. That person with the syllabary
on their car, on their shirt, on their artwork is a Driver, a Junaluska, a

Bigwitch, a Lossiah, a Wachacha—but above all that person is a Cherokee.

That consciousness is confirmed in the presentation. There are no
apologies presented for those who do not understand.

Today we are revitalizing our language. We have endured a lot of change
in a short amount of time. Our corner of the world is smaller, and many
of our family members were forced to go west. The current members

of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians are the ancestors of those

who were able to remain here and resist. In the early 1700s Cherokee
towns and villages covered parts of what would have been eight states.
While we were separated by the results of colonial expansion, we are
now held together by our language. Dialectical differences are subtle.
Some spelling derivations are evident, and some semantics have evolved
geographically, but we all understand each other. We all know that we
are brothers and sisters. We have the same traditions. We have the same
clans. Even though we are many miles apart, we know that we are one
people, together, in this world. That understanding and identity goes with
us everywhere. The syllabary 1s a device that ensures that:

OhkGWY
-We the Cherokee

V", TSChES, +V° SOhLHI +V° Y$§
-One power, One Language, One Blood.

V' Qwddt®0d ISLOVY
-QOur hearts will be and will continue to be One.

Shan Goshorn (Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians), Gold N’ Values, 2017, Arches watercolor paper printed with
archival inks, acrylic paint, artificial sinew, copper foil, 11 x 6 ¥2 x 6 2 inches. Courtesy Shan Goshorn Studio. © Estate
of Shan Goshorn / Shan Goshorn Studio, image Museum of the Cherokee Indian.
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This exhibition is co-organized by the Museum of the Cherokee
Indian and the Asheville Art Museum and curated by Hilary
Schroeder, assistant curator, Asheville Art Museum. Special thanks
to Joshua Adams (Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians), curator, and
S. Dakota Brown, education director, Museum of the Cherokee
Indian, for their assistance with this exhibition.

This project is made possible in part by a grant from the Blue
Ridge National Heritage Area Partnership and sponsored in part
by the Cherokee Preservation Foundation, and Kevin Click and
April Liou in memory of Myron E. Click.

Designed by Tyra Maney

Photography by Tyra Maney

Edited by the Museum of the Cherokee Indian and
the Asheville Art Museum

Proofed by Anna Skinner.

Nathan Bush (Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians), Crown, hammered copper, 8 x 8 x 5 %2 inches. Courtesy Qualla Arts
and Crafts Mutual, Cherokee, NC. © Nathan Bush, image Museum of the Cherokee Indian.
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